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House of Burgess: Prominent Catholics shun 
pope 
Supreme Court justices, Rep. Paul Gosar turn backs 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Six of the nine justices of the Supreme Court are Catholic. So, you’d think 
with two-thirds of the high court belonging to the church, most of them 
turning up for Pope Francis’ first-ever U.S. visit last week would be the 


least they could do. 


“Less than half of the Supreme Court attended Pope Francis’ historic 
address to Congress on Thursday morning, including three Catholic no- 


shows,” reported Politico’s Nick Gass on Friday. “Cameras showed Chief 


Justice John Roberts joined by justices Anthony Kennedy, Ruth Bader 

Ginsburg and Sonia Sotomayor. Roberts, Kennedy and Sotomayor are all 
Catholics, while Ginsburg is Jewish. Notably absent were Antonin Scalia, 
Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, all of whom are Catholic. Also absent 


were Stephen Breyer and Elena Kagan, who are Jewish.” 


They weren’t alone. Their conspicuous absence was joined by Arizona 
Republican Rep. Paul Gosar, also Catholic, who announced his boycott Sept. 


17 in a column for Townhall. 


“If the Pope stuck to standard Christian theology, I would be the first in 
line,” wrote Gosar. “If the Pope spoke out with moral authority against 
violent Islam, I would be there cheering him on. If the Pope urged the 
Western nations to rescue persecuted Christians in the Middle East, I would 
back him wholeheartedly. But when the Pope chooses to act and talk like a 


leftist politician, then he can expect to be treated like one.” 


What Gosar — and presumably at least some of the missing justices — were 
reacting to was the Holy See’s impassioned May 24 and June 18 encyclicals 
concerning climate change. The pontiff called out unfettered capitalism’s 

practice of seeking maximum profits at all costs, leaving the bulk of cost of 


the resulting destruction for the poor of the world to pay. 


“The Earth, our home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense 


pile of filth,” Pope Francis wrote in May. 


I didn’t used to understand how Catholics got away with defying their 
leader in this manner. I thought he was the infallible Vicar of Christ on 
Earth, the successor to the apostle St. Peter and the head of the church. As 


I’m finding out, though, the infallible part is discretionary. 


“The principle of papal infallibility doesn’t mean that the bishop of Rome 
can’t commit a sin or say the wrong thing,” wrote Slate’s Daniel Engber on 
Sept. 18, 2006. “It refers only to a very specific situation — when the pope 
is making a solemn decree ex cathedra (or ‘from the seat’) on a matter of 
faith or morals. In general, a pope who wants to make an infallible 
statement will make sure that everyone knows what’s going on. He might 
punctuate his decree, for example, with the warning that anyone who 
denies it will have fallen away from the Catholic faith. Only one pope — and 
only one papal decree — has ever invoked this kind of infallibility since it 
was first defined. In 1950, Pius XII declared the Assumption of Mary (i.e., 
the quick passage of her body and soul into heaven) as a dogma of the 


church.” 


As I wrote in my Jan. 8, 2014 column, “I like your style, pope,” Iam mostly a 
fan of how Pope Francis has conducted himself. He has extended a message 
of mercy previously unheard. But, that doesn’t mean he has shown any 
interest in changing the church’s principles. He has only changed the focus 
and public relations tactics. In fact, if the justices and Rep. Gosar had 


deigned to listen to the pope’s actual address they might have been pleased 


by his disapproval of gay marriage, gay adoption, women priests and 


divorce. 


“T cannot hide my concern for the family, which is threatened, perhaps as 
never before, from within and without,” he said. “Fundamental relationships 
are being called into question, as is the very basis of marriage and the 


family.” 


Those who chose to attend the pope’s speech may not have been pleased by 
everything he had to say, but at least they showed him the courtesy of 
listening. Those rankled by his personal views might have been able to find 


his defense of doctrine laudable, if they had actually been there to applaud. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


